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This article proposes a reading of Aboriginal agency on the Australian 'pastoral frontier' that departs from some of the conventional interpretative patterns.
1 Such a proposal simultaneously constitutes a reinterpretation of the secondary sources published since the late 1960s, as well as a critical analysis of the historical debates on Aboriginal 'collaboration' and resistance. The pastoral invasion of Aboriginal districts was the major recurrent form of early invasion, and a common pattern of experience has been identified. 2 It goes without saying that, given their provisional character, the following suggestions should be the subject of further investigation.
The notion that Australia witnessed a sometimes determined resistance by indigenous clans trying to repel invasion by now enjoys a wide currency among historians and the general public alike. 3 In some areas, the fierceness of such resistance forced the implementation of conciliatory approaches. 4 Despite recent accusations of inaccuracy, the most valid estimation of the overall casualties of racial warfare proposed so far remains that of Henry Reynolds -approximately 20,000
Aboriginal people and some 2,000 to 2,500 Europeans (including their associates). Figures aside, the classic, in many ways unsurpassed (and frequently quoted) summary of 'frontier' conflict in Australian conditions remains that of Edward Curr:
In the first place the meeting of the Aboriginal tribes of Australia and the white pioneer, results as a rule in war, which lasts from six months to ten years, according to the nature of the country, the amount of settlement which takes place in a neighborhood, and the proclivities of the individuals concerned.
When several squatters settle in proximity, the country they occupy is easy of access and without fastnesses to which the blacks can retreat, the period of warfare is usually short and the bloodshed not excessive. On the other hand in districts which are not easily traveled on horseback, in which the whites are few in numbers and food is procurable by the blacks in fastnesses, the term is actually prolonged and the slaughter more considerable. 6 In fact, notwithstanding this nineteenth century narrative, it has been noted that Australian frontiers frequently tended to be much less transitory than the classic American one described by F J Turner. 7 In a large part of the Australian continent, the 'frontier line' had passed, the land had been settled, and yet 'frontier' conditions had not disappeared. It has therefore been recently proposed to replace the term with a more appropriate one:
'Frontier' suggests a steadily moving line of violence, with conflict over when the line has passed. In Australia the process of confrontation was more protracted, and very much more confused. Sometimes there was no violent phase at all, and where there was it did not end neatly. Therefore I want to replace 'frontier' with Marie Louise Pratt's notion of the 'contact zone', which is not a moving line, but a social territory.
8
While Australian usage thus slightly differs from that of the American, stress is traditionally laid on 'contact' rather than on 'settlement' -and the provisional character ceases to be a prominent feature of the Australian frontier stage. Yet, even if
Australian frontiers have tended to be more enduring than American ones, the first opening of the frontier had rarely been particularly difficult. How, then, can such persistence of frontier conditions be explained, when the traditional notions of Aboriginal helplessness and passivity in preventing invasion are considered -and traditional explanations of a harsh and distant environment are criticised?
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Aboriginal resistance against European incursion was frequently compromised by demographic fragility. 10 Vulnerability of local environments also contributed to the non-viability of Aboriginal traditional economies in this situation. 11 With the drastic reduction of the local fauna, and the depletion or near exhaustion of water supplies by sheep and/or cattle, Aboriginal resistance had to face a situation in which armed protection of traditional areas from invasion could not be generally enforced for sustained periods. The inherent fragility of indigenous economies was a determining factor in shaping Aboriginal choices. As a result, occupation of tribal landholdings by invading parties generally had to be, in the long run, accepted.
The logistical impossibility of maintaining sustained military efforts, and at the same time providing for community needs and traditional practices, usually meant that military activities could not be maintained for long enough to render conquest impracticable. Aboriginal communities faced a situation in which they could not retain 'exclusive' possession of their tribal landholdings.
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If Aboriginal clans typically ruled out sustained military action, possession of traditional estates had to be maintained through a successful process of accommodation with white settlers. 13 The degree of limitation of European conquest during the pastoral invasions of Australia was comparatively low when compared to other experiences of the settlement of a European population, and yet, in significant areas, a degree of limitation was clearly established -even if, by its unwritten nature, it rather resembled a truce. The fact that in most areas these balances of power were to be challenged (but only at a much later stage), or that settlers would not ultimately fulfil the terms of the unwritten agreement, does not mean that accommodation and diplomacy had not been successfully attempted. 14 It has been persuasively argued that some sort of mutual unspoken agreement was devised and worked for sustained periods. Aboriginal agency promoted the emergence of the conditions that were described in the Australian Legend. 24 The centrality of Aboriginal participation in the pastoral frontier, and thus in the context of the whole of Australian history, may need to be thoroughly reassessed.
Here, Blainey's notion of Australia as a "land half won", then, becomes particularly significant. The practical terms of this accommodation were obviously not static, and were constantly tested and redefined according to shifting regional balances of power and local necessities. Both its unwritten nature and its very localised validity also made it subject to personal choices and attitudes, making it exceptionally difficult for historians to detect. Such an accommodation eventually reached a crisis in many areas of the continent, with the gradual break-up of the great pastoral properties during the first decades of the twentieth century, and the introduction of labour saving technologies in pastoral and rural production. 31 This renegotiation was also an extremely localised process, and followed a relatively long period of accommodation.
The 'second dispossession' was carried out at very different times in different areas, according to local developments, necessities and circumstances -and it has been persuasively demonstrated that the 'second dispossession' was no less brutal than the first. Some of the early anthropological literature is in this respect extremely perceptive. For example, W E H Stanner noted that "there is a sound calculus of cost and gain in preferring a belly regularly if only partly filled for an output of work that can be steadily scaled down", and A P Elkin had defined this attitude as "intelligent parasitism". 36 While these definitions were formulated in a rather derogatory way, both, nonetheless, acknowledged the intelligence involved in Aboriginal agency. The process of decision-making these anthropologists observed may have been part of a deliberate strategy, a form of voluntary taxation to maintain the viability of pastoral enterprise. Aboriginal workers may have been prepared to accept extremely exploitative arrangements, as a result of their tribal agendas. By doing so, they would also protect the pastoral station, which they perceived as an important asset of their communities, an asset located on their tribal landholdings, which had become a prerequisite for local Aboriginal identities. 37 The frequent cases of assistance offered to exploring and overlanding parties should also be seen in the light of inter-tribal politics, and not only as an attempt to get rid of the visiting parties as soon as possible, or, as it has been suggested, as a humanitarian disposition towards invading Europeans. 38 Having a pastoral station established on one's run rather than on the neighbor's one was an incommensurable advantage in terms of local politics, and would have enhanced the clan's status.
In this context, Aboriginal fighting strategies, as well as Aboriginal
'collaboration', need to be reinterpreted. Aboriginal clans very rarely fought a total war against invading Europeans. Rather, they stubbornly fought to secure for themselves a share in their countries' produce, as well as access to spiritually relevant areas within their tribal landholdings -the main characteristics of tribal rights to property. When they did not defeat the Europeans, even when they clearly had a chance to do so, it may have also been because they did not want to, and not merely because they were not sufficiently organised and prepared, or lacked military coordination (as many European observers believed). The very fact that Aboriginal clans were sometimes able to drive settlers out of their countries should suggest that where they did not, it may have been the result of a strategic decision on their part.
Aboriginal clans rarely wanted pastoralists to go. Rather, they wanted them to respect their autonomy in their own matters. And pastoralists initially were often quite willing not to interfere, and to enforce a laisser-faire policy. 39 If a comprehensive reassessment of the aims of Aboriginal struggles on the pastoral frontier is accepted, the implications are far reaching, and involve what amounts to a paradigmatic shift of interpretation. 40 The suggestion here is that
Aboriginal strategies of resistance may have been successful to a surprising and still unacknowledged extent: local control of Aboriginal matters, clear separation of
European and Aboriginal spheres of influence, and limited but secure access to a range of European commodities and services. These were secured in huge areas of the country and for a protracted period of time.
It is not surprising that nationalistic historical narratives, such as Geoffrey
Blainey's -intent on celebrating 'victory against the odds' -should deal awkwardly with the whole of Aboriginal experience in relation to white Australia. This could be the result of both a chronic underrating of the Aboriginal praxis, and of the apparent lack of any victory to be celebrated. 41 In vast parts of the continent, native title was not extinguished, the land was not settled permanently, the frontier had not been closed, and the Aboriginal 'problem' has remained. This, of course, is so not because native title extinguishment has not been attempted; on the very contrary, it was that Aboriginal resistance had been effective enough to prevent its extinction.
Why has the Australian historiography of race relations encountered so many difficulties in detecting such a situation? Almost by definition, a struggle that makes secrecy its major characteristic (out of necessity, of course, but also as a result of traditional habit and uneven balances of power) is a very difficult one to record. This produces an almost paradoxical situation for the historian: when secrecy is deployed, efficacy, pervasiveness, and success are proportional to elusiveness. 42 
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The end result of such a strategic approach is that the more this resistance is carried out successfully and comprehensively, the less evidence is left behind, and the less possibility of detection by the opposing side. This is its strength.
Aboriginal behaviour that was not easily understandable as military action was overlooked by even the most attentive of nineteenth century observers; in fact, it has rarely been detected at all. Aboriginal resistance has been traditionally characterised by covert action, rather than by open and challenging behaviour. Armed resistance against pastoralists has been relatively rare, and when it was deployed, it was frequently carried out well outside traditional frameworks. 44 When confronted with such a 'conspiracy of silence', the Victorian observer had two possibilities. It was either a matter of uncovering its existence and producing the evidence, or being unaware of its presence -and only suspecting what was going on, without being able to make it explicit. In dealing with Aboriginal actions, most of the sources only display a strong, even if frequently inexplicit, sense of disquiet. interest on the behalf of settlers in minimising any resistance at all). 46 As well as a strategic incapacity to acquire 'knowledge' about Aboriginal communities, wishful thinking and the exclusion from sight -and consequent elimination from recordcould be at work. 47 Lack of evidence, the most prominent characteristic of the study of Aboriginal history, would, paradoxically, become the main cue by which the characteristics and effectiveness of resistance could be detected. Of course 'accommodation' does not mean a 'fair go' -and to describe such a situation, some authors have spoken of "uneven negotiation" and "contested subjection". 55 However, it seems to me that the elements that should be stressed remain negotiation and contestation, rather than subjection and unevenness. Retention Passive resistance, certainly, by the force of inertia; but that force was deliberate and cultivated, the inertia ferociously defended. 32 See H Goodall, Invasion to Embassy, op. cit., p x; and part 3; and also J Critchett, Untold Stories, cit, p 111; and p 234. The final crisis in Aboriginal employment in the Northern pastoral industry, a crisis that had begun in the 1950s and had forced many Aborigines off their runs by the end of the 1960s, could be interpreted as a further instance in the process of renegotiation of accommodation on the basis of changed balances of power and changing needs of the pastoral industry. 33 See H Goodall, Invasion to Embassy, op. cit. Ironically, the fact that Aboriginal resistance tended to effectively cover its tracks has created considerable difficulties after 1992 when many Aboriginal communities registered their claims through the native title legislation. 34 Traditional communities of nineteenth century and early twentieth century, Southern Italy for example, could not and would not fight explicitly against their incorporation within the modern state. Rather, they developed an extremely efficient strategy in order to protect their autonomy in what was perceived as their strategic sphere of authority. Through the strict enforcement within their membership of customary law, they succeeded in sustaining a particular sense of separate identity, which was an absolute prerequisite for their existence. The murdering or, in cases of lesser importance, ritual punishment of members who had broken the community code, therefore, tended to become more important than the direct struggle against the invading forces and intruding presence of the Italian State.
For an analysis of these processes see E Sereni, Il Capitalismo nelle campagne 
